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ABSTRACT 
The urban planning systems in Saudi Arabia have been developed under the influence of both the 
country's tradition and international principles. Two planning systems can be identified in Saudi 
Arabia. One is led by the Saudi government and operated in the majority of Saudi cities. The other 
is operated by Royal Commissions and Economic Cities Authorities in autonomous industrial cities 
such as Jubail and Yanbu. The latter system has received more international influences. These 
systems adopt different principles and mechanisms for dealing with design issues. The study aims to 
review the effectiveness of the two systems in terms of promoting urban design qualities. It intends 
to understand the similarities and differences between the two systems with regards to design 
principles, regulations, strategies, and approaches to urban design and planning. Case studies of 
urban neighborhoods from the two systems will be selected to explore the issue. As part of the 
overall doctoral research described above, this paper, in particular, will review the two systems and 
identify the specific design objectives, principles, and implementation approaches promoted in the 
systems. It lays a foundation for the case studies in a later stage. The overall research would be 
beneficial for design governance that promotes quality urban spaces in future urban development 
in Saudi Arabia.  
INTRODUCTION  
Saudi Arabia is among countries that have witnessed significant changes in urban development over 
the past few decades, leading to numerous challenges in major cities. Most of the recent development 
projects have failed to promote good urban qualities. Although the design of some buildings has 
stressed on uniqueness, it has generally failed to incorporate any long-term design visions. This paper 
intends to explore how design issues are managed in the planning system in Saudi Arabia. 
The quality of urban life and the environment are significantly influenced by planning and design 
actions and the institutional systems delivering them (Punter, 2010). A good planning and design 
system should include broad urban design objectives and principles that improve the functionality of 
a city and its aesthetics. It should also be economically sustainable, environmental-friendly, and 
responsive to climate change. It should be livable and resilient against natural or system disasters 
(Lang, 2014).  
Among the numerous factors that influence the quality of design, such as the availability of financial 
resources and expertise, government intervention is the most influential (Carmona, 2016). It is 
characterized by design control, which helps to manage the influence of dominant market players 
and influential minority groups in safeguarding public interest (Carmona, 2016). Design control or 
governance is defined as 'the process of state-sanctioned intervention in the means and processes of 
designing the built environment to shape the processes and outcomes in a defined public interest' 
(Carmona, 2016, 705; Punter, 2010).  
According to Punter (2010), urban design processes can be classified into two broad categories: 
policy formulation and design control. Policy formulation is concerned with the development of the 
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rules and objectives to guide the planning and design of a city. Design control focuses on the planning, 
implementation/enforcement, and testing of design strategy against the specifications (rules and 
procedures) and the city needs or public interest. Punter identified four activities involved in design 
control through urban design: assessment/examination of place context, formulation of design 
principles/standards, turning policies into a design framework, and execution of design plans. These 
steps are relatively straightforward for any planner or policymakers to follow. However, Punter 
(2010) emphasizes the importance of empowering oversight institutions, embracing expert views, 
and facilitating public involvement in decision making and design control processes. 
Planning policies are essential for planners to assess design proposals and make informed decisions 
on whether permission is granted or not. As noted by Boyko et al. (2010), the efficiency of design 
control depends on the degree to which the planners understand and adhere to design guidelines. 
The report by FSCP discovered that the inadequacy of planners to supervise urban development 
projects is one of the challenges facing urban design in Saudi Arabia (Future Saudi Cities, 2016). 
They, therefore, highlighted the need to incorporate the inputs of professionals in any urban 
development project. Contemporary designs also demand broader issues beyond societal and 
aesthetic concerns.  
Despite the fact that the vital role of the planning systems for urban design quality is acknowledged, 
a comprehensive study on the effectiveness of the Saudi Arabian systems is lacking. As such, this 
paper, as part of the overall doctoral research, reviews the two planning systems to sheds light on 
the design principles, objectives, and mechanisms endorsed, as well as their effectiveness in 
addressing urban design issues.  
THE EVOLUTION OF PLANNING SYSTEMS IN SAUDI ARABIA. 
A milestone development of Saudi Arabian urban planning occurred in the early 1970s. During this 
period, the country witnessed a proliferation of five-year development plans that sought to transform 
rural areas into urbanized industrial hubs (Al-But’hie&Saleh, 2002). These plans required the 
development of not only the infrastructures and human resources but also expenditure guidelines. 
Consequently, the Ministry of Municipal and Rural Affairs (MOMRA) and the Ministry of Planning 
(MOP) were assigned the role of ensuring that the plans are executed per the sectoral, geographical, 
and spatial growth guidelines (Mashabi, 1995).Several of these plans have already been 
implemented, with most of their capital being dedicated to the expansion projects. Since 1970 the 
new plans increasingly focus on sustainability, good management of urbanization, enhancement of 
institutional roles of municipalities, and collaboration between stakeholders to improve the quality of 
urban development (Future Saudi Cities, 2016). 
Saudi Arabia has had two planning systems since 1938, whereby one is run by the national 
government and operated in most cities (more than 100). Cities managed within this system are 
subjected to the same regulations. As noted by Banani et al. (2016), this system operated without a 
comprehensive urban planning guideline for spatial development. However, several changes have 
been witnessed since the early 1970s, including the development of a detailed planning framework 
that encouraged the customization of master plans to fit the different contexts of local authorities. The 
MOP and MOMRA ensure that all the necessary planning guidelines and processes are established 
and followed at both the national and regional levels. 
The other planning system is operated in industrial cities and run by the royal commissions (RCJY), 
an independent body, and the authorities in those cities. For instance, the industrial cities of Jubail 
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and Yanbu adopt such a system. The kingdom of Saudi Arabia is one of the countries that are 
endowed with abundant oil and gas resources that have provided it with enough financial muscle to 
support many urban and industrial development initiatives. Yanbu and Jubail are perfect examples 
of cities funded with the production of oil. According to the latest UN-Habitat’s Saudi Cities Report, 
the two cities' planning systems primarily focused on providing mechanisms for the control and 
management of physical and industrial growth (Saudi Cities Report, 2019). The establishment RCJY 
represented a move towards the involvement of commissions and committees in decision making. It 
is an approach that has been in use for many infrastructural projects, including the construction of 
neighbourhoods buildings and airports (Saudi Cities Report, 2019). 
THE ORGANIZATIONAL ASPECT OF DESIGN CONTROL IN INDEPENDENT CITY. 
Design control concerns planning policies, implementation/enforcement, and testing of design 
strategy against the specifications (rules and procedures) and the public interest. There were various 
administration bodies/organizations which are responsible for the preparation of the plans and 
implementation of administrative procedures of development control. In Yanbu, these organizations 
are broadly divided into two categories: administrative and vocational. Administrative organizations 
comprise of the local planning agencies, their subsidiary branches. The administrative organizations 
deal with strategies, policies and encourage comprehensive and appropriate urban development for 
Saudi society according to socio-economic characteristic Vocational organizations consist of the 
design and planning research institutions, and their subsidiaries, and urban design research 
institutions established by the royal commissions (Future Saudi Cities, 2016). The institutions deal with 
spatial planning, which include localities. The second dimension involves planning activities for each 
level of planning, strategies, plans, designs, regulations, requirements, implementation and design 
control. As shown in figure 1, several government agencies are involved in administrative functions, 
which requires them to cooperate.                                      .
 
Figure 1: Hierarchy of Urban Design system in independent city. 
The royal commission of Jubail and Yanbu comprises of several commissions, branches, and agencies 
and serves as the executive authority at the local level. The Chairman of committee is concerned with 
the appointment of directors to head different urban planning agencies, approval of urban plans, 
negotiation of coordinating activities for their subsidiaries (Future Saudi Cities, 2016). 
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Urban and economic planning functions are performed by the Construction Commission and 
Economic Planning Commission, respectively. For instance, the Economic Planning Commission 
focuses on assessing the economic viability of urban planning and development projects, 
development of financial plans, and allocate fund for public funded projects and the royal 
commission of Jubail and Yanbu. The department of urban design uses its subsidiary branches and 
agencies to facilitate physical planning and developmental control (Saudi Cities Report, 2019). 
As its name suggests, As shown in figure 1 the Planning and project department is the primary agency 
for planning issues at the local level. It uses its subsidiary branches and bodies to develop urban 
design plans, planning guidelines, and administrative protocols, exercise planning and design control, 
and organize urban development strategies research. 
THE ORGANIZATIONAL ASPECT OF DESIGN CONTROL IN DEPENDENT CITY. 
The urban institutional system of administration that works and influences urban planning in 
dependent cities comprises three main groups. The first group consists of sovereign bodies that make 
decisions related to design control at the Kingdom level. The second group consists of ministries that 
propose laws, regulations, plans, and programs for all cities and villages and are responsible for 
implementing or supervising this implementation. The third group consists of bodies of a special act 
(private or semi-private bodies) which oversee the urban planning process within a specific 
geographical area, and are involved directly or indirectly in the formulation of the planning 
department (Figure,2). 
 
Figure 1: Hierarchy of Urban Design system in dependent city. 
The Council of Ministers is the main national body that formulates development policies for Saudi 
cities and adopts regulations and legislation governing and directing urban development (Ansary, 
2015). It is supervised by the Saudi king, who is also the prime minister and supervisor of ministries, 
government agencies, and the implementation of laws and policy directives (Future Saudi city, 2017). 
Although the Ministry of Municipal and Rural Affairs is represented in the Council, the body’s role 
as a national sovereign authority means that it plays a critical role in coordinating different sectors 
and ministries to formulate and integrate plans related to the development process and implement 
and follow-up on these plans. Other executive powers of the Council include (i) supervision of the 
implementation of regulations and decisions; (ii) supervision of the implementation of the General 
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Development Plan; and (iii) establishment of committees to investigate the functioning of ministries 
and other government agencies.  
Agency of Urban Planning 
The urban planning department was created by MOMRA to come up with strategies, policies, and 
development plans for all cities (Amirahmadi, 2017). It also supervises the implementation of these 
plans and the incorporation of any modification or update. According to Aina et al. (2019), the 
department is also involved in the preparation of regional plans and guidelines, supervision of their 
implementation, studies on how to improve planning efficiency, and performance evaluation. 
Furthermore, it also collaborates with public services’ planning and implementation agencies to 
enhance urban development comprehensiveness and provide technical advice to the ministry’s 
agencies and municipalities and support them in urban planning (Future Saudi city, 2017). Other 
departments under this agency are the General Administration of Urban Design, General 
Administration of Urban Studies, General Administration of Urban Planning, General Administration 
of Local Planning, and the General Administration for Project Coordination. 
RECENT CHANGES IN URBAN GOVERNANCE IN DEPENDENT CITY. 
Saudi Arabian government have imitated some changes including the strengthening of urban 
authorities' institutional framework and improving social and environmental sustainability of cities. 
Several measures have also been established at the national level to balance financial assistance, 
improve output and effectiveness of the municipalities, promote equitable development across 
regions, conserve the environment, and promote quality of life (Saudi Cities Report, 2019).The report 
by UN-Habitat further notes that the municipalities have also been given more independence to make 
their plans without the tedious planning controls of MOMRA. Furthermore, opportunities have been 
created for private entities to partner with their public counterparts in urban and economic 
development. It is now an open system where all the stakeholders are increasingly involved in 
decision making and can contribute significantly to the formulation of policies related to their cities 
(Saudi Cities Report, 2019).  
PRINCIPLES AND PRACTICAL MEASURES IN SAUDI CITIES. 
The Saudi Cities’ design principles were established in response to the apparent inadequacy of 
development across the country and the unequal distribution of resources, population, and public 
services. To this end, the first principle to be developed by MOMRA and the Royal Commission for 
Jubail and Yanbu in the late 1970s was focused on the creation of a more balanced and impartial 
development process at both the national and local level.  
The design principles are based on the delivery of four key objectives: 
(1) Local character: The sense of identity of a place is dependent on the people and positive 
features/traits of that place. Local characters are attributed to local life patterns, building traditions 
and designs, the landscape, and other distinguishable physical, cultural, and natural features (Saudi 
Cities Report, 2019). These features collectively help to create the “identity” and “sense” of place. 
In this regard, designs should preserve local characters of a place by, for example, ensuring that 
new developments incorporate these features and natural landscapes of the place.  
(2) Accessibility: The qualities of convenience, safety, and the comfort of a place, building, or space 
are crucial in design and development. People prefer places that are accessible and user-friendly. 
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Such places/spaces should include walkways, cycling lanes, and public spaces. They should also 
prioritize the use of the public transport system. Therefore, accessibility can be achieved through 
several approaches. The first one is the creation of an urban-network of connected routes and spaces. 
Secondly, new transport networks can be integrated into the existing ones. Thirdly, walking distances 
can be minimized, and public transport arranged effectively to improve efficiency. Finally, public 
spaces and traffic routes can be considered in design development.  
(3) Legibility: The extent to which a place can be easily remembered or understood is critical in 
design. Therefore, it is imperative to consider elements such as development layout, location of 
landmark buildings, signage, use of the light scheme, and public art. Legibility can also be improved 
through the reinforcement of the identity and character of a place.   
(4) Adaptability: Pertains to the extent to which a place, space, or a building can effectively respond 
to economic, technological, social, and structural changes. In design, space or a building is supposed 
to be durable and flexible enough to accommodate future economic and social needs. 
Since their first release, the design principles have been restructured from time to time, including the 
2000 and 2016 approval of a reviewed strategy by the Council of ministers and RCJY, respectively. 
This move was meant to streamline the operations of MOMRA and RCJY and improve their 
sustainability. 
CONCLUSIONS 
This paper has provided a review of two planning systems in Saudi Arabia to shed more light on the 
design principles, objectives, and mechanisms endorsed. It also sought to promote an understanding 
of the two systems' effectiveness in improving urban design qualities. As a part of the overall doctoral 
research, it has reviewed the evolution of the planning system in Saudi Arabia, the organizational 
aspect of design control in the country, recent changes in Saudi Arabian urban governance, design 
control procedures and approaches, and the planning principles in Saudi cities. Overall, the 
economic reforms of 1937 played a critical role in the emergence of urban planning as an essential 
factor in the country’s economic plans. However, the two planning systems employ different 
mechanisms and design control organization in dealing with design issues. The one run by the 
national government is subjected to the same regulation across the country and encourages the 
customization of master plans to fit the local authorities' different contexts. The other is limited to 
industrial cities and is concerned with the control and management of physical and industrial growth. 
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